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Abstract: Large-size corporations play important roles in addressing social problems
such as health disparity. The concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR)
demonstrates the roles of corporations in society and argues for sustainable business
development. Inclusive Design as a responsible design approach could contribute to
developing inclusive products and services and creating sustainable value for
businesses. This paper explores the opportunities to integrate Inclusive Design into
business, with a focus on fulling corporate social responsibility. The literature review
on CSR and Inclusive Design identifies the common objective of creating sustainable
value and generating social value simultaneously. Subsequently, a multi-case study of
three mHealth service providers in China was conducted by using publicly available
information to gain an understanding of the antecedents, actions, and outcomes of
CSR practices. The case analysis finds a lack of awareness of delivering inclusive
mHealth services and a divergent use of market-based approaches and philanthropicbased approaches. The discussion presents different levels of integrating Inclusive
Design into business and proposes future research opportunities.
Keywords: Inclusive Design; Corporate Social Responsibility; mHealth; Sustainable Value

1. Introduction
One of the fundamental problems in healthcare is the scarcity of medical resources and the
growing demand for healthcare services. The mHealth or mobile health service, defined as
“medical and public health practice supported by mobile devices” (WHO, 2011, p. 6), has the
potential to mitigate resource scarcity by reducing costs, improving quality and increasing
efficiency. In China, mobile infrastructures such as 5G and Internet of Things (IoT) are
transforming mHealth services in various ways but would also result in increasing health
disparity because the adoption of smartphones, IoT, and 5G is lower in lower-income,
disabled, elderly, and rural populations (Sim, 2019). The government has realised the gaps
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial
4.0 International Licence.

Haiou Zhu, Cees de Bont, Thorsten Gruber, Hua Dong

and initiated China's National Plan on Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development (State Council, 2016). Goal 3 “Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for
all at all ages” resonates with providing equitable health for all.
Besides the top-down promotion of health for all from public sectors, private sectors could
contribute to delivering inclusive healthcare services (United Nation, 2014). On the one
hand, the healthcare market is a prospective market that corporations are eager to enter,
given China's large population base and the fact that health involves all. On the other hand,
corporations are expected to fulfil corporate social responsibility (CSR) to the stakeholders
affected (Carroll, 2016). Large-size companies, particularly internet giants such as Alibaba
and Tencent, are taking advantage of their platforms and resources to enter the mHealth
market. In their company profiles, they claim to provide accessible, affordable, and equitable
healthcare services to the broad Chinese population. While their CSR reports highlight that
they have incorporated social responsibilities into business strategy, it is still unclear how
they deliver inclusive mHealth services to the end-users in daily business practices.
Opportunities exist in building inclusive businesses that could simultaneously achieve
commercial sustainability and solve the issue of health disparity. However, the important
question of how to build such inclusive businesses that combine the goals of social problemsolving and profit-making in everyday organizational practices still needs to be answered.
Inclusive Design could provide such an answer as it addresses social issues with a marketbased approach, which resonates with companies’ hybrid objectives of pursuing profit and
fulfilling social responsibilities. Inclusive Design was coined to call for designing for social
inclusion and equity, but with an emphasis on designing mainstream products and services
(Coleman, 1994). Nevertheless, while scholars from the design field have made efforts to
make business cases for Inclusive Design (Coleman, 1994; Coleman et al., 2008; Waller et al.,
2015), few studies from business literature discussed the role of Inclusive Design in business
success. There is a need to take an interdisciplinary perspective to truly integrate insights
from both disciplines.
In this paper, we address this important research gap and explore opportunities for future
studies. We conducted a thorough literature review to identify the theoretical intersections
of CSR and Inclusive Design. Subsequently, we conducted a multi-case study of three
mHealth service providers in China, with a focus on how they could provide inclusive
mHealth services and build inclusive businesses. We used publicly available information to
gain an understanding of the antecedents, actions, and outcomes of their CSR practices.
Finally, based on the findings, we discussed future research opportunities to strategically
adopt Inclusive Design approaches in business.
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2. Literature review
2.1 Introduction to corporate social responsibility
Large-size corporations are considered to play important roles in addressing social problems,
either to direct their business strategies toward maximizing shareholder value (Mortazavi et
al., 2020) and/or to fulfil social responsibilities as good corporate citizens (Carroll, 2016).
From a commercial perspective, the Bottom of the Pyramid (BOP) market (Prahalad et al.,
2005) was once considered invisible and unviable but is now regarded as new territory for
corporations (Mortazavi et al., 2020). From a social perspective, companies are expected to
extend their responsibilities to other societal stakeholders, including consumers, employees,
the community at large, the government, and the natural environment (Carroll, 2016).
Debates on whether companies should undertake social responsibility have been extensively
studied in the literature on corporate social responsibility (CSR), along with related concepts
such as business ethics, stakeholder management, sustainable development, triple bottom
line, corporate citizenship, and shared value (Visagie et al., 2019). Carroll (2016) establishes
the pyramid of CSR to reflect the fundamental roles that society expects corporations to
play. At the base of the pyramid is economic performance, the primary responsibility the
company does for society. The second level, obeying laws and regulations, is required by
society, and the third level, to do what is just and fair and to avoid harm, is ethical
responsibility expected by society. The fourth level desired by society is to be a good
corporate citizen by undertaking philanthropic responsibilities. The realization of the upper
three levels of the pyramid depends on the realization of profits, thus strategic CSR should
be directed towards making profits.
Practices about how companies fulfilling their social responsibilities are usually reported in
corporate disclosures, such as the corporate social responsibility (CSR) report, the
environmental, social and governance (ESG) report and the sustainable development goals
(SDGs) report. For example, global institutional investors use the Morgan Stanley Capital
International Environmental, Social and Governance (MSCI ESG) Rating for their investment
decisions. For listed companies, a higher ESG rating reflects the value of sound management
and governance (Brogi & Lagasio, 2019), which is recognized as likely to bring long-term
economic returns. Companies may report sound ESG performance to attract more investors
and more capital injections. However, scholars have criticised CSR programs as short-term
and ad hoc (Hemingway, 2013), or just as paperwork (Carroll & Brown, 2018), or even as
hypocrisy (Wagner et al., 2009). Companies may use CSR as a means for stakeholder
lobbying and image management (Hemingway, 2013).
To overcome these negative perceptions, (Vallejo-Fiallos, 2018) develops a CSR-Approach
Cycle that classifies CSR into five categories: social washing and greenwashing as a passive
approach; damage repair as a reactive approach; responsiveness capacity as a presactive
approach; prevention as a proactive approach and sustainable business model as a strategic
prospective approach. It is a cycle to build inclusive businesses (Vallejo-Fiallos, 2018) that
integrate sustainable and financial motivations. Schwartz and Carroll (2008) propose a
unifying model to outline core concepts in CSR and its adjacent theories (see Figure 1). The
three elements of value, balance and accountability are integrated as a VBA model, which
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provides a three-prong approach for CSR, i.e., creating sustainable value as the outcome,
achieving appropriate balance as the process, and demonstrating sufficient accountability as
principles. The VBA model is a normative proposition that may be expressed as "Value +
Balance + Accountability = Proper Role of Business in Society" in an equation. The resulting
proposition summarises the fundamental characteristics of each of the five related business
and society constructs in a statement of the proper role of business in society as follows:
“All organizations and individuals operating within a business context have a
responsibility (CSR) as good citizens (CC) to (a) contribute to sustainable (SUS) societal
value and (b) appropriately balance stakeholder interests (SM), including shareholders
or owners and/or moral standards (BE), while (c) demonstrating sufficient
accountability.” (Schwartz & Carroll, 2008, p. 173)

Figure 1. The VBA model adapted from Schwartz and Carroll (2008): the three core concepts in
business and society frameworks
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2.2 Inclusive design for business success
Inclusive Design (Coleman, 1994), Universal Design (CUD, 1997) and Design for All (EIDD,
2004)1, are often used interchangeably (Persson et al., 2015). Although with different
geographic and historical origins (Clarkson & Coleman, 2015), the three fields of research all
focus on designing for the full range of human diversity irrespective of age, gender,
ethnicity, ability, knowledge, lifestyle and other forms of human difference. The UK
definition of Inclusive Design (BSI, 2005) emphasises a market-based approach to designing
mainstream products, services and environments to address the widest population possible.
This is to make a distinction with the barrier-free design approach providing assistive
technologies to the ageing or disabled population. A major part of the research focuses on
developing business cases (Clarkson & Coleman, 2015) to demonstrate that Inclusive Design
could contribute to business success, including the OXO Good Grips (Coleman et al., 2008)
and the British Telecommunications (Chamberlain et al., 2015).
More recently, technology companies have also seen the value of Inclusive Design. The
“Design in Tech Report” presented by John Maeda (2018) reveals that adopting an Inclusive
Design approach could expand tech companies’ total addressable market. Compared with
physical products, digital products and services have more potential to create digital
solutions that maximize accessibility to all, increase user base at scale and expand market
segments. The Microsoft Inclusive Design Toolkit (Microsoft, 2013) provides three principles
of Inclusive Design: recognize exclusion, learn from diversity, and solve for one, extend to
many. By recognizing physical, cognitive, and social dimensions of exclusion, Inclusive Design
as a design methodology draws on the full range of human diversity to solve the mismatched
interactions between individuals and their environments, situations, and society as a whole
(Microsoft, 2013). For example, a screen reader initially designed for users with visual
impairments would also benefit any person who needs to listen to texts. From designing for
margins with assistive technologies to designing for the mainstream with adaptable
products, Inclusive Design becomes good business when considering technology, business,
and design together (Maeda, 2018).
By summarising the evolution of the field, Dong (2020) identifies four patterns of research in
Inclusive Design. Inclusive Design 1.0 (Better Design) represents the capability approach that
focuses on designing better products to match the capabilities of the users, such as design
against exclusion; Inclusive Design 2.0 (Thoughtful Design) extends methods and processes
from user-centred to people-centred, from a single designer to community participation and
from a niche practice to thoughtful design; Inclusive Design 3.0 (Just Design) considers the
systematic and contextual nature of design practice and investigates the paradox by
applying theories from political philosophy (Bianchin & Heylighen, 2018) and economics (Li &
Dong, 2019); Inclusive Design 4.0 (Responsible Design) re-examines design and its long-term
consequences from the perspective of human-nature sustainability by combining humanFor this paper, the term 'Inclusive Design' is used to refer to 'Inclusive Design', 'Universal Design' and 'Design for All', and
the terms 'mHealth', 'mobile health', 'eHealth' and 'online healthcare' are used interchangeably.
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centred design and sustainable design to make responsible responses. Among the four
patterns, Just Design and Responsible Design represent a more recent research trend. The
theory of Just Design (Bianchin & Heylighen, 2018) defines fairness in design as the process
of distributing usability within a social context by involving stakeholders. Costanza-Chock
(2020) provides illustrative examples of design for social justice by transforming digital
technologies with the participation of marginalised communities in the design process. The
goal of responsible design is to integrate economic, social and environmental dimensions to
create value and achieve long-term sustainability.
In summary, Inclusive Design is neither a new genre of design, nor a separate specialism, it is
both a human-centred design approach and a co-design/participatory design approach
(Clarkson & Coleman, 2015) that involves different stakeholders in the design process. The
success criteria for an inclusive product (Waller et al., 2015) are people (utility, usability and
desirability), profit (commercial viability, technical viability and compatibility) and planet
(resource consumption, waste control and energy efficiency).

2.3 The need for an integrated approach
Despite the increasing awareness of the business value of Inclusive Design, surprisingly little
research has focused on a CSR setting. We synthesize key concepts of CSR and Inclusive
Design and identify that the concept of Inclusive Design resonates with the above three
elements of “value”, “balance” and “accountability” in the VBA model (Schwartz & Carroll,
2008). The following paragraphs present the theoretical intersections of the two fields:
Firstly, both CSR and Inclusive Design have the hybrid objective of creating economic value
for business and generating social value for stakeholders affected. Value creation is the
fundamental element underlying the entire business and society field and is the primary
focus in the literature on business and design. The benefits of doing socially good are
overlapping in case studies from both fields (see Table 1).
Table 1. Sample literature on making business cases for CSR and Inclusive Design.
Literature
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Authors

Benefits for business

Corporate social
responsibility
(CSR)

Carroll and
Shabana (2010)

Cost and risk reduction
Gaining competitive advantages
Developing reputation and legitimacy
Seeking win-win outcomes through synergistic value
creation

Inclusive Design

Waller et al.
(2015)

Reaching a wider market
Mitigating risks, such as disability rights lawsuits, costly
rectiﬁcation work and brand degradation
Competitive advantage through simplicity
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The explicit benefits include enhanced corporate performance that can be measured
financially and competitive advantages that enable a company to outperform its rivals. The
implicit benefits include building brand value, mitigating risks and crises, achieving long-term
sustainable growth and company commitment, etc.
Secondly, both business managers and designers would need to deal with conflicting
stakeholder interests within constrained resources. Balancing stakeholder interests is the
process component of the VBA framework and is also an essential element in any design
process. Particularly, we would argue the process and methods of Inclusive Design could
enrich the CSR literature and provide practical measures in the process of business
development. With co-design and participatory design methods, Inclusive Design starts with
understanding specific user groups, such as disabled people and ageing population, and
extends to the mainstream. It is a process of identifying social needs and transforming them
into business opportunities, which could offer solutions for the key challenge of CSR by
combing the goals of social problem solving and profit-making. Nevertheless, its uptake
depends on strategic design management, including the support from board members, a
user-centred design process, and knowledge transfer to design practitioners (Clarkson &
Coleman, 2015). Ideally, through strategic design management, businesses adopt an
Inclusive Design approach from the very beginning and an inclusive mindset is established
within the organization.
Lastly, acting in an accountable manner is the principal component and is the inception of
both fields. Inclusive Design covers economic, legal, ethical and philanthropical levels of
corporate responsibilities in Carroll’s (2016) pyramid. Both adopt the concept of ‘triple
bottom line’ developed by Elkington (1998) to define the success of a business as the
simultaneous pursuit of economic prosperity, environmental quality, and social equity.
Overall, both concepts take a normative proposition to call for companies’ participation in
solving social problems. By bringing together insights from both business and design studies,
an interdisciplinary study could further develop inclusive businesses that consider the
economic, social and environmental dimensions of business objectives.

3. Methodology
The role of inclusive design in fulfilling corporate social responsibilities is rarely
acknowledged in business studies. This study aims to understand the current CSR practices
and explore the possibility to integrate Inclusive Design into business development. As an
explorative study, the goal is not to conclude but to develop ideas for future studies, leading
to the following two research questions:
• How do companies provide inclusive products and services in their current
businesses?
• How should Inclusive Design be integrated into CSR strategy?
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The case study method was adopted, which is appropriate for an explorative study,
especially when “how” or “why” questions are asked about a contemporary phenomenon in
real-world contexts (Yin, 2018). Particularly, the multiple-case study approach was used to
identify the development of mHealth service from three large-size corporations in China. We
followed the multiple-case study procedure developed by Yin (2018) to design the study. The
following section explains the selection of cases, data collection and data analysis.

3.1 The mHealth context and the selection of cases
We chose the context of mHealth in China because it is a prospective market that large-size
corporations are eager to enter but there may be conflicts between pursuing mHealth
service as a profitable business and offering equitable and affordable healthcare services to
marginalised groups, such as rural residents. The three companies, namely Ping An Good
Doctor founded by Ping An Insurance Group, AliHealth founded by Alibaba Group, and
WeDoctor invested by Tencent Holdings, were selected based on three reasons. First, they
are entrepreneurial programs of large-size corporations and have grown to be
representative mHealth service providers in China. Second, despite building profitable
businesses, these companies also claim to be committed to undertaking social
responsibilities. Third, both the parent companies and their incubated companies are listed
companies (except WeDoctor, which is at the pre-IPO stage) in the Stock Exchange of Hong
Kong, so information about the companies, especially financial data and CSR/ESG reports,
can be found publicly in a standard format for comparison.

3.2 Data collection and data analysis
For data collection, a case study protocol (Yin, 2018) was established to guide the procedure.
Protocol questions were listed to make sure data were collected with the same scope and
standard from each company. The data sources were mainly publicly available information,
including research papers, company websites, annual reports, industry analysis reports,
business periodicals and news articles. A database was created to assemble all evidence to
build the initial logic of analysis.
For data analysis, the categories of “antecedents”, “actions” and “outcomes” from existing
studies (Agrawal & Sahasranamam, 2016; Austin et al., 2012; Spitzeck et al., 2013) were
adopted as a framework. The antecedents covered both external environments and internal
organizational capabilities; the actions were divided into market-based approaches and
philanthropic-based approaches; and the outcomes were summarised as explicit ones and
implicit ones. The pattern matching technique (Yin, 2018) was used to identify business
practices that can be generalised into these three categories. Three main aspects were
considered when analysing the cases: the daily business activities and the reported CSR
practices, the existing elements of inclusiveness, and the opportunities that could be further
developed from a design perspective.
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4. Case analysis
4.1 Introduction of the three cases
All of the three enterprises were born out of entrepreneurial programs or strategic
acquisition of large-size corporations to provide mHealth or online health services. Table 2
provides key information, including their parent/investing companies, founded and listed
year, products and services, and company missions/visions. Ping An Good Doctor was
launched in 2014 by Ping An Insurance Group, one of the largest private financial groups in
China; AliHealth was founded by Alibaba Group in 2014; and WeDoctor is a strategic
investment program of Tencent since 2010. All three companies are leading mHealth service
providers in China, with a different focus on products and services.
Table 2. Key information about the selected cases.
Ping An Good Doctor

AliHealth

WeDoctor

Parent/investing Ping An Insurance
company
Group

Alibaba Group

Tencent Holdings

Founded year
and listed year

Founded in 2014, listed
in 2018

Founded in 2014, listed
in 2014

Founded in 2010, preIPO stage

Products and
services

online medical services,
consumer healthcare
services, health malls
and health
management

pharmaceutical sales
and e-commerce
platform, tracking and
digital health business

online medical inquiry,
online registration, and
internet hospital

Company
missions/visions

Providing every family
with a family doctor,
creating an e-health
profile for everyone,
and setting up a health
management plan for
everyone

Facilitating medicine
through big data and
using the Internet to
change healthcare to
provide fair, affordable,
and accessible medical
and healthcare services
to 1 billion people

Building a world-leading
Health Maintenance
Organization (HMO)
platform and becoming
the health gatekeepers
of hundreds of millions
of families

The study identifies similar organizational missions/visions of the three companies as
providing accessible, affordable and equitable healthcare services to the widest population.
Ping An Good Doctor uses the specific term Inclusive Healthcare in its official report (Ping An
Good Doctor, 2020a). With the vision of “providing every family with a family doctor,
creating an e-health profile for everyone, and setting up a health management plan for
everyone” (Ping An Good Doctor, 2020a, p. 9), the company strives to “provide equal,
inclusive and accessible medical services to the general public” (Ping An Good Doctor, 2020a,
p. 72). The mission of AliHealth is “facilitating medicine through big data and using the
Internet to change healthcare to provide fair, affordable and accessible medical and
healthcare services to 1 billion people” (Alibaba Health, 2020, p. 3). WeDoctor aims to “build
a world-leading Health Maintenance Organization (HMO) platform and become the health
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gatekeepers of hundreds of millions of families” (WeDoctor, 2021). These descriptions seem
to embed the social purpose of achieving health for all, which corresponds to the core idea
of Inclusive Design: designing mainstream products and services to address the widest
possible population.

4.2 The antecedents, actions and outcomes
Results of “antecedents”, “actions” and “outcomes” of CSR practices of the three companies
are summarised in Table 3. The antecedents include environmental dynamics and
organizational capabilities, which represent external and internal factors driving companies
to take corresponding measures. Environmental dynamics refer to the economic, social,
political and other external factors that would shape the development of the healthcare
industry. Four factors were identified: increasing user acceptance of online healthcare
services; policy promotions by the Chinese government; the boom of the mobile economy;
and issues of the digital divide and health disparities brought about by the above
development. Despite a huge impact on the economy and people’s lives, the COVID-19
Pandemic has greatly promoted the demand for online healthcare services. For example,
during the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic in China (from 20 January 2020 to 10 February
2020), Ping An Good Doctor was accessed over 1.11 billion times and the number of new
app’s registered users increased 10 times (Ping An Good Doctor, 2020b). Companies are
largely motivated by government policies, such as the "Outline of the Healthy China 2030
Plan" (State Council, 2015b).
Organizational capabilities are internal characteristics and resources that enable business
development. The parent or investing companies have made strategic planning to enter the
healthcare market and have provided platforms and resources to these new programs. Ping
An Good Doctor has benefited from the group’s advantage in “finance + ecosystem”,
AliHealth is uptilting Alibaba’s e-commerce traffics such as Taobao, and Alipay, and users are
mainly using WeDoctor through WeChat. These companies also have advantages in industryleading technologies, such as AI-based medical systems and virtual hospital and cloud
systems. For example, taking advantage of its intelligent express service, AliHealth is capable
of providing a “30-minute drug delivery service” in urban areas.
The actions companies take to develop mHealth services can be divided into market-based
approaches and philanthropic-based approaches. The market-based approach stands for
developing mainstream products and services for wider groups of the population and
improving user experience with higher quality and efficiency. In their ESG reports, all
companies claim that they are responding to social and environmental issues and link them
to long-term sustainable development. Ping An Good Doctor (2020a) presented its
sustainable development performance as including inclusive healthcare, a charity in the
community, client experience, and staff development. Including in the theme of inclusive
healthcare are the number of registered users, the daily average number of consultations,
AI-based medical systems and partnerships. It means that the company has been expanding
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and managing its main business as a means to achieve inclusive healthcare. Particularly, for
the rural market, Ping An Good Doctor has diversified medical insurance products to attract
rural residents to register its application. Alihealth and WeDoctor had not mentioned
market-based approaches to delivering inclusive healthcare services.
By offering free products and services, the philanthropic-based approaches mainly focus on
two fields: alleviating poverty with digital healthcare and combating the COVID-19
pandemic. The Chinese government launched the national policy for poverty alleviation in
2015 (State Council, 2015a). All three companies described their participation in this activity
by providing free digital healthcare services to villagers, donating medical equipment to rural
clinics and training village doctors, etc. During the pandemic, they all provided free online
consultations to residents and donated masks and equipment to those in urgent need.
The outcomes of the above actions can be categorised into explicit benefits and implicit
benefits. The former mainly refers to the enhanced corporate performance that can be
measured financially and competitive advantages established in the long term. For example,
as of June 30, 2020, registered users reached 315 million with Ping An Good Doctor and 200
million with WeDoctor; AliHealth is the only company that made a net profit amounting to
$40.9 million in 2020 through pharmaceutical sales. Collaborations with both internal and
external ecosystem partners have created win-win outcomes for many stakeholders.
Furthermore, all three companies have reported explicit contributions to poverty reduction
and COVID-19 prevention that have directly benefited large groups of the population.
The implicit outcomes can be summarised as the following four aspects: gaining government
trust for future partnership; improving ESG rating and attracting investment from capital
investors; winning reputation from both staff and the general public; and contributing to the
social and public welfare by promoting health education and improving the health of people.
These implicit benefits would contribute to building reciprocal partnerships and competitive
advantages that render long-term and sustainable performance (Zaefarian et al., 2015).
Table 3. Antecedents, actions and outcomes of CSR practices of the three companies.
Categories

Ping An Good Doctor

AliHealth

WeDoctor

Antecedents
Environmental
dynamics

•
•
•
•

Organizational
capabilities

•

•

Increasing user acceptance resulted from Covid-19 Pandemic
Policy promotion of mHealth by the Chinese government
The boom of mobile economy and new market segments
Worsening economic gap, digital divide and health disparity
Group's strategy of “pan
• Traffic advantages in e• Traffic advantages in
financial assets” and “pan
commerce: Taobao
WeChat
healthcare”
• Cloud-based and AI• Cloud-based and AIAI-based medical system
based technologies
based technologies

Actions
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Market-based
approaches

•

•

•

•

Philanthropicbased
approaches

•

Accumulating users
through Group’s traffics
and resources
Enhancing quality and
efficiency via AI-based
medical system
Innovating in medical
services: “Private Doctor”
Building online and
offline partnership

Building sales business • Expanding market
on Group’s ethrough Group’s traffics
commerce platforms
and resources
• Enhancing quality and
• Innovating in the mode
efficiency: “cloudof “health maintenance
based medical
organization (HMO)”
consultation” and “30- • Covering the whole
minute drug delivery
industry chain of
service”
medical treatment,
• Expanding upstream
medicine, medical
and downstream
examination and health
distribution chain
insurance
Alleviating poverty: online distance diagnoses, donations of medical equipment
and infrastructures to rural clinics, free training to rural doctors, and voluntary
clinics to villagers
•

•

Combating against COVID-19: free online medical consultation and mask
donations

•

Reached 315 million
• Earned $40.9 million
• Reached 200 million
registered users, covering
profits, built
active users,
diagnosis data of 3,000
cooperation with
cooperating with 7,200
diseases, and partnering
15,000 medical
hospitals and 240,000
with 100,000 pharmacies
institutions and
online doctors
and 48,000 clinics
diversified
• Connected 15,000
Upgraded 900 rural
pharmaceutical retail
villages in 29 provinces
clinics, trained over
services
and served over 2.5
11,000 village doctors,
• Organized online
million villagers
and provided free
training to over 450
medical consultations to
medical staff
over 63,000 villagers
Gaining government trust and future partnership
Improving ESG rating and attracting investment from capital investors
Winning reputation from both staff and the general public
Contributing to the social and public welfare by promoting health education and
improving the health of people

Outcomes
Explicit
outcomes

•

Implicit
outcomes

•
•
•
•

5. Discussion
This section examines how the study answered the research questions. The first question
concerns how firms provide inclusive products and services in their current practices, which
may be addressed by uncovering the three elements of value, balance and accountability of
the VBA model using the above antecedents-actions-outcomes logic.
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The first element “value” stands for creating sustainable value as the outcome. In the three
companies’ CSR or ESG reports, creating sustainable value appears to be becoming a typical
approach for presenting company goals. Companies tend to claim that they incorporate
economic, social and environmental objectives into corporate strategies and governance.
Furthermore, all three firms promise in their mission statements to deliver inclusive and
equitable mHealth services. Since company missions or visions are the statements of core
organizational values, it is crucial these mission statements are aligned with their actions
(Grimes et al., 2020). In other words, the key is to turn these missions into viable products
and services as part of the company development process. However, according to the study
findings, their actions may not always correspond to the representations made in business
disclosure. Although both external environments and internal capabilities are conducive to
developing inclusive mHealth services to reach the widest possible population, there is a
divergent use of market-based approaches and philanthropic-based approaches. Actions for
social purposes, such as the poverty reduction action, are considered as either passive or
preactive, but not proactive or developed from a strategic prospective (Vallejo-Fiallos, 2018).
These companies have social missions but may have failed to transform them into profitable
businesses.
The second element “balance” would require addressing conflicting stakeholder interests
and/or responding to moral pluralism. Despite putting importance on stakeholder
management, significant stakeholders are primarily shareholders, customers, employees,
and other business partners. The study discovered a lack of engagement with end-users,
who are the source of value creation but are only tangentially influenced by corporate
decisions. Companies may, for example, consider rural doctors and residents as charity
recipients rather than engaged them actively.
The third element “accountability” represents the principles component, which refers to
acting in a trustworthy and transparent manner. As listed companies, the three companies
or their parent companies need to provide sufficient and verifiable disclosure of all activities
with respect to financial information as well as non-financial information, such as social
responsibility.
The above answer to the first question leads to the proposal relating to how Inclusive Design
could be integrated into CSR strategy, which is our second research question. Throughout
the case study, the mindset and elements of inclusiveness can be found, but there is a lack
of a systematic approach and specific process and method. Inclusive Design could play
different roles in facilitating delivering of the products and services, but it lies in strategic
design management. We propose that Inclusive Design could be integrated into CSR strategy
to develop inclusive businesses and to achieve sustainable growth, i.e., to create economic
value and social value simultaneously in these three companies.
Drawing on strategic design literature, a multi-level understanding of the roles of Inclusive
Design in business is outlined (see Figure 2). In the matrix, the vertical axis “Where to Play”,
is adapted from the Danish Design Ladder (Ramlau, 2004) and the “learning ladder” of
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Strategy

design (Borja de Mozota, 2010). It defines the place of design in an organization at three
levels: “Inclusive Design as strategy”, “Inclusive Design as process” and “Inclusive Design as
form and function”. The horizontal axis “What to Achieve” is adapted from contributions of
design developed by Holland and Lam (2014), which encompasses “expand existing offers”,
“shift existing processes” and “create new visions/values”. The crosses between the two
axes present how Inclusive Design could be adopted, combined with other design
approaches.

Form and Function

Where to Play

Process

Strategic design to
create new markets,
products and services

Co-design/
Participatory design
with stakeholders

Barrier-free design,
User experience design,
Interaction design,
Behavioural design, etc
Expand existing
offers

Shift existing
processes

Create new
visions/values

What to achieve

Figure 2. Roles of Inclusive Design in fulling Corporate Social Responsibility.

The first level is Inclusive Design as Form and Function, which provides practical tools and
methods for improving the accessibility, usability, and experience of existing products and
services. Barrier-free design, user experience design, interaction design and behavioural
design are all applicable design methods that can be used to remove barriers produced by
inappropriate design and empower and enable end-users to access products and services
easily. For example, after the Ministry of Industry and Information Technology (2020) issued
a policy reform dubbed “Action plan for aging and barrier-free transformation of Internet
apps”, many internet companies are looking for barrier-free design experts to help improve
their applications since it has become the bottom line to comply with.
The second level is Inclusive Design as process to balance conflicting stakeholder interests.
As CSR issues arise when stakeholders are affected by a business's decisions or actions
(Carroll & Brown, 2018), corporations need to shift existing processes in a just and fair
manner to consider those who will be affected and to whom the firm owns responsibilities.
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Just Design, as indicated above, could provide theoretical insights for building a fair process
that includes marginalized groups. Co-design and/or participatory design approaches have
the potential to transform existing business processes into more just and equitable ones.
The third level is Inclusive Design as strategy to create new markets, products and services,
which corresponds to creating sustainable value as the outcome in the VBA model. It
involves corporate strategy planning to design programs or new organizations with an
inclusive mindset that would lead to the creation of new visions and values with social and
environmental objectives. For the studied cases, the dual objectives are to establish
sustainable and profitable business models as well as to provide equitable and affordable
healthcare services to the widest population. The key to success is to adopt Inclusive Design
at the very beginning through strategic design management. The above strand of Inclusive
Design 4.0 (Responsible Design) could contribute to building an inclusive business that
combines the economic, social and environmental dimensions for sustainable business
growth.

6. Conclusion
This exploratory case study attempted to identify a theoretical intersection of CSR and
Inclusive Design and to develop ideas for future research. A multi-case study of three
mHealth corporations was conducted to illustrate both for-profit and for-society of business
practices. An Inclusive Design approach for CSR was proposed to create economic value and
social value simultaneously. This study has two main limitations: First, secondary data were
used for analysis. Future empirical research should employ multiple sources of data, such as
interviews with business managers and design practitioners for data triangulation; Second,
the study explored the potential role of Inclusive Design that would be applied more to
large-size corporations. There are risks and criticisms that these large corporations are
gaining more power and having negative impacts on the long-term development of inclusive
mHealth services to the whole society (Mortazavi et al., 2020), such as creating barriers to
competitors' entering the market or manipulating the price of the service that would harm
the end-users. The framework of roles of Inclusive Design in CSR (see Figure 2) maps out the
use of different design approaches at different levels. It could be useful for researchers and
entrepreneurs in understanding the relationship between the two.
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